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THE SITUATION AND SHORT-TERM OUTLOOK IN LAOS

THE ESTIMATE

I. THE SITUATION

1. Laos has never been a national entity gov-
crned by sure and united authority. Its
people lack a sense of national lovalty and
identily and they continue to be divided by
traditional ethnie, regional. and family zn-
tagonizms. A guli has always existed be-
tween the central government in Vientiane
and the people in the countryside. and those
who have governed Laos have never estab-
ished effective wuthority or won the respect
of all of the various pecples who make up

the Laotian nation. Theé ohACommunisppo—; :
litical factions have never achicved unity or

eohesion and have tended to view one:another
ey do the Com:

with as much suspicion as th
munist left.  As a result. no stiong. effective
nor-Communist leadership-has emerged since
Laos achieved independence.  These funda-
mental weaknesses in tne pciitical and social
fabric of Laos have been brought apain to the
surface and accentuated since Kong Le seized
control of Vientiane iri"earl_\'_ August. In-
deed. developments sinc€ the coup were made
possable. almost inevituble, by lhc‘incol:ercm
hature of the country(: its léadcrs. and - its
people.  Giis chaos has Leen ‘compounded
by contradictory and jinconsistent  Western
tounse' and by the wide attraction of neu-
trahsm. however vaguely understood. among
many Laotiars.

2. The principal political elements in Laos,
aside fiom the Communist-dominated Pathct
Lao—the Souvanna Phouma fovernment n
Vientiane. the Revelutionary Committee sst
up by Pheumi and Boun Oum at Savanna-
khet. and King Savang at the royal cajpital of
Luang Prabang—have been unwilling to work
together.

Alone none of them has the fol- '

lowing, the natioral status. and the military
strength to contain the Pathet. Lao. The
Lactian Army. spread thin in small oiten iso-
lated units. has been uncertain in its loval-
ties. A majority of the cormmanders lean to
Phoumi and the Revolutionary  Commnuttee
aithough some still support Souvanna's pov-
ernment.  Others seek to maintain a neutral
position in the struggle among the non-Com-
munist factions. Few of them. howcever, ap-
pear willing to fight one anothcer.  Some com-
manders are anti-Pathet Lao and ready to do
battle with that enemy.

3. Under cover of the zonfusion, and taking
advantage-of both the stalemate amonyg the

-non-Communist clements and the desire. “f

Souvanna and Kong Le for a negotiated end
to the civil conflict. the Pathet Lao have
steadily improved their political and military
positions.  Thus. Kong Le's act of mutiny
set in.m ‘ion a-chain of events in Laos whicn
could Icad to the country's departure from its
western orientation and its entry into the
Communist orbit.

4. Kong Le's mutiny and its aftermath have
also had decp repercussions in Southcast Asia,
particularly in Thailand and South Vieinam
Thailand's Prime Mimster, Sarit. is con-
vinced that either a Communist takeover or
lhe cstablushment of a neutralist. coahition
government in Laos would seriously threaten
Thai secunty, Either development, ke fecls,
wotild dangerously expose his co mtry to Com-
murast infiltration. subversion, and attack,
and would generaie strong pressures inside
Thailand for a more neutrahst policy. More-
over. he believes it would unc: rmine his own
personal position. He almost certainly views
US policy in the Lzotian crsis as providing a
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demonstiation of what support he could ex-
pect from the US if a Communist coup
against his government were 1o occur., Thus
1ar. he has been most Jisiliusioned by US pol.oy
in the Laotiun crisis, feehing it to be inde-
cisive and umbiguous.

5. As a result of the developments .in Laos
and the 11 November coup attempt in Saigon,
Pre:ident Dier of South Vietnam probably has
lost some of his confidence sn US willin gness
to support fuiiy his anti-Communist puosition,
He may believe that the Saigon coup effort
Wis at Jeust partly stimulated by Kong Le's
coup and the ‘ailure of the US to extend
General Pilow . full and immediate support.
Moreover. these events, coming on the heels
of US eflorts to convince him to LFold less
tightly the reigns of power. in his own gov-
ernment. have prcbably further undérmined
hi< vonfidence in US judgment.  From Diem's
pont of view, an arti-Cof::nunist Laos pro-
vides sume shield against a’ North Vietnamese
attack. and sonthern Laos. at.least.-must be

and attack. i

capabilities of the major Laotian elements:
Souvanna. Ph.ami, the King: Konp Leo£nd
the Pathet Lao. P : :

7. Souranna. Compared with other Liotian
politicians. Souvanna ‘has: consideraple per-

sonal prestige and appcalf-afhong the. peoples

of Laos. He is stili Prime Minister. but l.e
controls no organized political apparatus. ke
lacks administrative cont_j‘bi of the country-
side and command of the ‘Laotian military,
and ke is not trusted by the King. - A:quorum
of the National Assembiv. chosen in highly
corrupt elections in May of 1960, remains in
Vientiane. but almost certainly a number
of its members, if free of duress. would Oppose
Souvanna cr defect te the Phoumi group.

8. Souvanna is neutralist and leftist. but we
do not believe that he is a Communist. Sou-
vanaa’s leadership qualities are weakened by
his impulsiveness, willful disregard of un-

2

pleasant facts, and cver-weaning self-confi-
dence, particularly with regard to his ability
to deal with and control the Pathet Luo. He
believes most of the Pathet Lao to pe patriots
who. unce reintegrated into Lavtian vohitival
and social jife. would loss their Communst
coluration. Those few hardeore types who
would remain Cor.munists, he states. could
be kept in check. Accordingly, the only fea-
sible solution for Lavs. mm Souvanna's min,
is a negotiated settlement with the Patht
Lao along the lines of the 1957 agieement,
and a ncutra! foreign policy.  Souvanna s
moving Laos in the derection that he has
mairtammed for several years it should move,
Howuver, we believe that it is moving at a
faster pace than Souvanna would couate-
hance if he were master of his wovernment
and free from the pressures Kong Le and the
Patnet Lao exert on him in Vientiane.

9. Early in the cusis. Souvanna apparently

had hcped to strenathien s negotialing pusi-
: ‘.tllon vis-a-vis the Pathet Lao. He was unable
kep in anti-Communist hands to aveid critic
cally exposing his own_ borders 1o infiltration

1o use Kong Le 10 this end Yecause Kong Le

lended to’ be more -amenab'e to the. Pathet
i e o Loothanto Souvannua, At one time Souvanna
6. The outcome of the iminediate crisis, inso. . Probably believed that a combination of Kong
far as internal consideraticns apply. rests pri- . -
marily with the interplay of the intentions and

Le and: Pathet Lao-military pressure on the

-one-hand. and ¢S politicai pressure on Phoumi

on'the other; would foree the latter {o capitu-
late, thus resturing his government's au-
thority over the troops and areas controlled by
thz Revolutionary Committce. Although he
has attempt:d to open negotiations with the
Boun Oum-Phoumi group, his conditions have
been unattractive to Phoumi. and. at times, ,
seemed to be -calculated insults. Recently
Souvanna -has attempled to strengthen his
Position by recruiting several new battalions
of {roops in Vientiane. However. these units
are probably infiltrated by the Pathet Lao.

10. Svuvanna also hoped to win over the
troups in the Luang Prabany arca which had
attempted to maintain a ncutral position.
However, this hope was dashed by the pro-
Savannakhet coup of 10 November and the
subseque:t defection of General Ouan to Sa-
vannaihet. This was a serious biow to Sou-
vanna. and he attempted to compensate for
it by drawing closcr to the Communists in
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both the domestic and international spheres

On 17 November, his Lovernment and lh\
Communist Neo Lao Hak Xat anhouticed an
agreement to estabbsh a national coalition
sovernment including representatives of the
NLHX. The agreement also provided :nat
the government would soon aceept aid 1rom
Co:nmut st China and’ North Vieltium and

would send a delegation to thuse countiices.

to negotiate for exchange of ceconomic and
cultural relations, for the n‘-utab)hhlm mn! o,
telecomm:rnications with North: Nietnam, anad
for the immediate opening of the Laos-Chil

border. On 29 November, ‘Souvanna’s casinet
mamed a 10-man frendship: mission. herdod
by the Prime Minister. for a visit to Peiping
and Hanoi beginning 10 Dicember. Leliveries
of Sovict food and POL to Vientiane have be-
gun and a 3-man Sov izt Embassy stafl. hax
taken up residence in Vientiane.

11. Thus. Souvanna now: relies very heavily
upon the support of plo-Communht and h«)n"

Le clements, It appeads:tinat this will: con--
tinue, and ihat as opp.,smon to himn moum\

he \nll kcop on scokm

c piovin:

ble.and

| ishiv

.a\oxaulc to mro C.,mmum»t .lommalwn of+
the Vientiane Gmemmcnt :

12. Phoumi. The po»ntmn ‘of Phouml. and

of the Revolutionary Commmco e has, set
up with Boun Oum. hasa numbm of serious
weaknesqes  In southern  Laos. ‘there -are’

about 7.500 combat Ixoope mast of whom are
under commanders robably- lozal to Phoumi.
Most of *hese troops are. scatiered widely
through the area. and: have their hands full
attempting to cope with Jocal Pathet Lao
activitics. In the Thakhet-8avannat <het area.
Piwoumi h.s about 1500 troopa H(‘ is in
the process of recrunting and orgnmzm" an
additional battanon. It is- unlix elv that
Phoumi's treops without contiztued US assisi-
ance could or would offer \or\' strong or effec-
tive resistance to a determined attack on' i beir
positions by Vientiane and Pathét Lao forees,

i3, Phoumi's military capabilities have marg-
tuly ircreased since he received addstional
US aid and moral support.  Moreover, the pro-
Savanniakhet conjr ot 10 November in Luang
Prabang greatly improved Phoumi's nulitary
and political positions.  Nearly all the com-
manders in the Loang Prabang region have
pledzed their support to him.  Several small
units operating. against the Pathet Lao in
Sam Neua are being supplicd by Phoum; and
are. probably  responsive ta his puidance.
Phoumi is nandicapped. however, by poor
communications with these units,  In Xionyg
Khouana, the mibtant. Meo tribesmen are
being supplicd with arms by Phoumi and are
curiently conducting effective anti-Pathet Lao
operations,

. The Revclutionary™ Committee probably
has some political appaal in southern Laos.
Boun Oum is a member of the Roval Family
of Champas<ak. which ruled southern Laos

- until Laos was united by the Freneh follow-
ing the Second World: War. However. we

(hai Bnun Qum- and Phoumi lack

i amwnl -outsiie S the south.

s-Joss- nf Dre.: ug.o among bul h political

and: miglitary: lvam rsin Lacs as a result. of lhe

- ,Kon" Lc- “coup has’ becn ‘only. partially_ made
up:bg- th(- Lu:mf' Prabang coup and General
=Ou:n's ucl‘(-clmn Nloreover, Phoumi has in

the past proved to be an undependable and.
at ‘times. earcless mili’ ary-leader. highly am.
bmouq and opinionated.

15. Pioumi’s motivations. in the present sit-
uation are’ _probably i combination of per-
sonal pride ‘and’ anti-Communist convitions,
He “1s frustrated Y what he, belicves to be
inadcquate US. support _and an ambiguous
US policy. chmor he probably has never
intended to come 1o terms with Souvanna
and -probably ‘has felt that the US wanula,
in the final anglysis, support him. He would
like to retake Vientiane by force and almost
ceriamly has plans for such an operation,

16. King Sarang. The King appears 1o have
no personai courage. He has been extreme v
carciul to stay within constitutional limats
and he has never asserted. openly and clearly,
his potential authonity and influsnee.  Al-
though it is quite clear that ke distr s




Souvanna and desires Souvanna‘s resignation,
thus far he has been unwilling to take any
overt steps ‘o this end. Tle Revolutionary
Committee at Savannakhet received the
King’s private approval. and the 10 November
conp in Luang Prabang probably had his
blessing. alihough thus far he has been care-
ful to aveid associutling himself with either.
It is possible that the King has played a sig-
hificant  behind-the-scenes role in the anti-
Souvauna plotting. and maneuvering. It ijs
unlikely, however. that he will openly take
a strong perscnal stand, or one which ho
believes would endanger the position of ihe
monarchy.

17. Kong Le. There is some circumstantial
evidence that Kong Le may- have. piotted his
coup with Souvanna. - However. Kong Le's
August revolt apparently was conceived ang
executed on very short. niotice, and 1t may
have been a decision made. primarily by Kong
Le himself.
largely by pe sonal grievances arising from
the way in which his 2nd’ Paratroop
ion—the best combat anit in: tr

ably did not anticipate-and which h..vs & n,

¥ond his ability to cope with.  He has now

becoine so implicated with Souvanna and the

Pathet Liao that he probably'cannot turn back.
Although there have been some indications
that his control over his troops has been weak-

encd. Kong Le is still an.important element

in th> situation and could still raliv a consid-
erable nu.nber of troops to his personal com-
mand. ‘

18. The role of Korg Le witk respect to the
activitic~ of the Souvanna government is not
ciear.  Unti} recently, it appcared that e ex-
ercised a veto power over those political and
military decisions of the Souvanna govern-
ment which he considered important to him.
Now. however, it appears that Lis direct inglu-
cnce on the government is being usurped by
the Pathet Lao. Although Kong Le has lim-
ited Souvanna's freedom of action, it is also
clear that Souvanna has used ‘Kony Le.

He probably - was “motivated

12. Shortly after the coup. Kong Le critically
¢comproraised his positions with respect to the
Pather Lao when he distributed the arms
stored in Vientiane to villagers, including
many Pathet Lao, in the surrounding area.
Although he probubly did this 1o buiid
strength _ :ainst a possible attack from Luang
Prabang .nd Savannakhet. once the arms
were distributed his favorable balance of mili-
tary power in the Vientiane area vis-a-vis the
Pathet Lao was lost.  Whatever his own wishes
may have been. Kong Ly has become inereas-
ingly a capt.ve of the Pathet Lao. If Suu-
vanna were to lose out and an anti-Pathoet
Lao government takc over, Kong L¢ would
probably join the Pathet Lao.

. 20. The Pathet Luo. The hund of the Pathet

Lao has been strengthened: greatly by events
since the Keag Le coup. Any figures conc-rn-
ing the strength of their armed gucrrilias are
highly speculative. It is almost c¢ertain that

“th2ir number 1s: higher than at any time in

the past. We estimate their present stiengath
p v : i

1o be between. 4.000 and 8.000. They have
. obtained considerable arms and ammunition
- from Korg Leand as a resull cf capturing
~ equipment during the rout of Phounii's forces

at Paksane and -their defeat and disarming
of the Sr-3 Neua garrison. They - probably

‘'have been reinforced by - cadros recentiy

trained in North Vietnam, and they probably
have conceatrated increasing nmu:nbers of
troops in the areas around Vientiane. Thakhet-
Savannakhet. Phong Saly. and Luang Pra-

‘bang. The Pathet Lao and Vientiane ferces
‘in the Vientianie area are deployed ‘in such

a manner as to either deiend or attack the
city. and the forces facing Phoumi along the
Nam Ca Dinh_line are of both Pathet Lao
and Vientiane units. At present. anti-Pathet
Lao operations are going on only in Phong
Saly and Xieng Khouarg. ’

21. The Pathet Lao probably view the devel-
nping situation as a goiden opportun:ty cither
to force acceptance of their participation in
the government and their forcign policy de-
mands, or to seize control of Laos by armed
acticn if they conclude that they can do =o
quickly and without risking outside interven-
tion. We do not believe that the Pathiet Late.




osr Peiping and Hanoi—are likely to let this
opportunmity pass  The longer the present cri-
sis continues. the beiter the Pathet Lao will
be able to consolidate their political and mili-
tary positions. o

22. They would prefer to gain their objectives
through negotiations and politicai action -
€a e this would reduce the chances of out-
side intervention. Events sinc the Kong Lo
coup have moved along lines favorable 1+« su~h
tactics  They have profited greatly irom dis-
unity among the non-Communist political and
mililary leaders. Moreover, they hold Vien-

tiane virtually a hostage and have bcen able

to cxert considerable leverage on Souvania
and Kong Le, and Quinim. the rhost influen-
tia) member of the government after Sou-
vanna himself, has apparently become Uiy
toul.

23. Althongh Pathet Laz tactics have empla-
sized negotiations, psychological pressure,.
and political action, they have maintained a
fairly high level of military pressure on the

Laotian arraed forces and have built up-their
voareas: This . puts-
them :n a favorable position to seizé by force-

guarrilla strength in key

large parts of the country -ncluding such: Key

points as Lrang Prabang. Savannakiiet. the

Phong Saly. 1If tne Pathet Lao were to ¢xert
their full guerrilla warfare capubilities. the
Laotian armed forces, in their present disos-
ganized condition, probably could nc. | wevont
the loss of large parts of the country. . and
a number of key towns:.

Ii. POSSIBLE FUTURE DEVElOPMENTS

24. If present trends continue. the situatinn
in Laos will remain onc of confusion, driit.

and disintegration. Ultimately this would
probably resuit in the fragmentation of the
country. with the Communists. supported by
the Bloc, assuming contiol over most of the
north and the Revolutionary. Committee at-
tempting to zet up a scparate state in the
south. Without larpe amounts of outside as-
sistance. a sepaiate southern Laos probably
would not survive for long.

25. We brlieve it more likelv. however. that
the pace of events will quicken over the next

fow weeks ar-i. barring a quick victory by the
P.oumi ferees, that the situation either wiil
move io' ard some form of political sctticment
or will acgenerate into widespread civil war.
Although a puoiitical settlement basod on a
compromisc azreement belweea the Vientiane
ard Savannakhet groups may stiil k> Prssible,
we beli-ve that odds are against it.  Souvanna
and Phoumi are not hkely to find mutually
acceptable terms for cooperation at this Jate
point in taeir conflict. Any nugotiations held
between them are not likely to Ye con-
cucted in good faith. Althougit it is con-
ceivable that ti.e King might be induced to
exeit more influence than he has in the past,
we do not believe ke can be inducee 1o take
personal charge of the situation. Morcover,
¢ do not believe that Souvanna is likely to
resign voluntarily. If an effort is made to
upset his government by calling a special
meeting of the National As.embly in Luang
Prabang 10 pass a no-vonfidence niotion, Sou-
vanna could maintain that the dcputies and
the King. as.prisoners of rebel forces. vere

--acting under duress. - He could declare their
- act iilegal anu i valid. and mainiain that he
~was thelegal head of the ge
“the:other hand. Souvanna were forced out by

Sowent. IS, on

political pressures, the Patket Lao would prob-
adly step up sharply their mihtary activity.

- Consequently. it is probable that any politi-

tal ‘measures 1o oust Souvanna will be inef-
fectual unless enforeed by military means.

26. Thus. we belicve that Laos is heading to-
ward civil war. with supporters of the Sou-
vanna government—primarily the Pathet Lae
ind the followevs of Kong Le—on one side
and anti-Pathet Lao elements and supporters
of the Savannakhet group on the cther. The
conflict could b2 triggered by a Phoumij at-
tack on Vi'ntiane or bv a Souvanna or a
Kong Le-Pauthet Lao att:.ck on Luang Prabang.
Both sides have major problems of logistics,
com....nications, and transport. The strug-
gle would probably be one of widely-scatiered,
small-unit operations in which the staving
power. the iraining. and the relatively shorter
supplv lines from North Vietnam would give
the Pathet Lao guerrilias an advantage.
Withou'. extensive owtside assistance. the
Paoumi forces would probably soon callapse.




waving the country open to carly domination
by the Communists.

27. If no political seltlement is reached be-
tween Phourii and Scuvanna, the US may
soon be faced with the following situations:
(2) A Scuvanna ~olution, whi’ would gravely
risk ultimate Communist'suprcmacy. This
would iivolve serious adverse conscquences
for the US position in Southeast . Asia. and
over ihe fonger run. would greatly facilitate
Com~unist subversion. infiltration. ard ex.
pansion in Southeast Asia.  (b) A widespread
civil war i which the. Phoumi forces aimost
certainly could not prevail.or even su .ive
witheut oxtensive outside assistance. 3uch
assistance to Phioumi in a civil war situation
would probably prompt a- Souvanna anpcal
1o the UN and wouid risk :he introduction of
North Vietnamese or even Chinese Commu-
nist “volunteers.” While. at’ le~st initially,
extensive assistance 10:Phoumi in a civil war

world net have the support of ‘the Western

members of SEATO or ‘posribly “of . ' most
Sree World opinion, essful it -woul
strengthen the SEATO arec against f
Communist aggression!

28 Even if the vannus non-Commii

tions surmount the imn

Crisis by a

political settiement. the fundamental politi- - assistance to this end.

cal and social protioms of Laos will remain
and, as a result of recent events. will prob-
ably be more acule than before Patbet Lao
~rmed stiength will be greater and more
Communist footholds establisled in villuges
throughout the country. Solutions to the
fundamentnl problem«. if indecd there are
solutions. can be worked out only over a
long period of time. Meanwhile, the urgent
ihreats of the Pathetl Lao on one hand and
the centrifuga! force of non-Communist dis-
unity on the other. will operate against the
solution of long-term problems.

29. Consequently, we belicve that any non-
Communist government assunung nower in
the wake of the present erisis would. in time,
face wery heavy pressure 1o move toward a
neutralist position and Pathet Lao integra-
tion into the p-  wal dife of the couatry. or
face the likelihow  of the situation gravitating
again toward civ.l war. It will be extremely
diflicult: for ‘the non-Communist Jeaders of

~Laos to resist ihis pressure ana- to contain

the Pathet Lao unless they- develop-a much
greater degree of unity., determination, ‘and
ationalism: than they have in the. pasq, take

- effective ‘measures’ to” wii the loyaity or the

peoples of Laos. and receive extensive outside




